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Follow the Best Examples: Philippians 3:17-21

What do you want to learn? What do you want to be? What skill would you love to acquire? What is the best way for you to learn? – A MENTOR - But who can be a mentor? Can someone inexperienced in what you want to do or be or gain be your mentor? Would you want him to be your mentor? Yet, what do we do? We ask the people with no experience or the worst experiences to be our mentor when they have not figured it out themselves? Oftentimes, instead of asking the qualified people, we tend to go to the people that we feel the most comfortable around. Our friends, our brothers, our parents, etc. Yet, they may not be the experts. So, we gain a little but not very much, and sometimes we learn it wrong, and only later realize that it will be harder to undo what we learned.

17Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you. 18For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 20But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.
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Major Theme: Partnership in the Gospel

Minor Themes in Focus with respect to Partnership in the Gospel

Chapter 1 – Good Example of Paul

Chapter 2 – Good Examples of Jesus, Timothy, and Epaphroditus

Chapter 3 – Bad Examples of Legalists and Libertines

3:1-16 Perspective: Beware of Legalists – “those dogs,” “those men who do evil,” “those mutilators of the flesh” –-- But --- “we who are the circumcision,” “who worship by the Spirit of God,” “who glory in Christ,” “who put no confidence in the flesh”

3:17-21 Practice: Beware of Libertines – “enemies of the cross of Christ,” “their destiny is destruction,” “their god is their stomach,” “their glory is in their shame,” “their mind is on earthly things” --- But --- “our citizenship is in heaven…”
Chapter 4 – Good Example of Philippians

Question: Why is 3:17-21 here? There is another threat to the Philippian church by a group that appears to think that you can live any which way you want because you are free. While it is difficult to discern this group from just this passage, we find a parallel in Colossians 3, where Paul is more explicit about the kinds of practices that constitute those who have their minds on earthly things, namely, sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires, greed, anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language. The argument is also carried forcefully in Romans 6, where Paul argues, that death to law and life in grace does not mean a lifestyle of sin. It appears some have followed the logic that since Christians are now under grace, they can live loosely without regard for morality. 
This libertine group may have been foreshadowed in Philippians 1:24 “those who oppose you.” He describes them using the same language. Compare “their destiny is destruction” with “they will be destroyed.” This group is opposing the Philippians’ firm stand for “the faith of the gospel.” Paul is exhorting the Philippians to guard this faith against two false views: First, the legalistic view that tries to load faith down with the burden of the law, but Paul says that that would make faith without value, the promise worthless (Rom 4:14) and Christ’s death meaningless (Gal 2:21). Second, the libertine view that tries to take the substance out of faith, making it powerless, where Paul says that faith works through love (Gal 5:6), faith means a new way of life that pursues holiness (Rom 6). And in Romans 7 and 8 Paul creates an elaborate contrast between the one who pursues holiness in the context of law vs. the one who pursues holiness in the context of the Spirit. Paul shows that the Law has a purpose – to show us how sinful we are – but it is powerless to save us from the power and condemnation of sin. Instead, the Spirit was given to be the means by which we enjoy salvation in Christ, a new power to put to death the evil of the body, a new motivation for obeying God – not fear but new identity as a son of God and coheir with Christ. But now we are groaning until we are perfected, Paul says. Why are we not perfect now? Paul says so that we may hope. In this way, we are participating in the sufferings of Christ, who for the hope set before Him endured the cross (Hebrews 12). Paul says that are glory is as sure as our justification, and nothing in heaven or on earth can separate us from the love of God in Christ. Then Paul enters Romans 9-11, perhaps the clearest presentation of God’s sovereign election of believers in the entire Bible.
There are lessons here for every experience of life – so that we can be the best basketball player, the best student, the best lawyer, the best speaker, the best person, whatever. Yet, if you find and follow mentors for all of these things, you will have wasted your life, because really the most important mentorship on whatever level is the one that leads you to see Christ as the greatest interest, desire, and goal of your life. For what is it to gain the whole world and lose your soul? And if you can have the money-maker, why would you care so much about the money? But as the Scripture teaches, seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these other things will be added to you. 
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